THE  FIRST  BEGINNINGS   AND  THE  MIDDLE  AGES

address to the great of this world is as old as poetry itself. ' Ubi Helena
Parisque .. .?' asked a hymn of the eleventh century.) It was an age of
pessimism:

Day of sadness and of temptation,
Age of tears, of anxiety and of torment,
Time of weariness and of damnation. .. .*

One characteristic which seemingly belongs to all periods bereft of hope
is that their poets seek refuge in difficult forms. 'Frivolity is a violent state.'
What could be more frivolous than the complication of rhythms? The
ballad, die rondeau, rimes redoubles (later it would be sonnets with
Du Bellay in exile and Cassou in prison) have the double advantage
of concealing life's horrors and of giving birth to masterpieces. In
Guillaume de Machault (1300-77), one of France's greatest artists,
audior of ballades and motets, the virtuosity of the musician was joined
to that of die poet.

The theatre had been the most complete expression of the Greek soul,
and Latin comedy had carried on the tradition of Aristophanes and
Menander. Then the Catholic Church had shown herself hostile, for moral
reasons, to actors. Neverdieless, it was by the Church's agency that the
drama, from the tenth century on, began to revive. The custom arose,
at the Easter Mass, of staging conversations among the Holy Women
at the sepulchre. Then true liturgical dramas were composed in Latin.
Finally 'miracles' or 'mysteries* in the vulgar tongue, representing the
lives of the saints or the Passion, as well as 'plays', were performed on
certain feast days by the confraternities, eidier in the church porch or on
trestles. Folk dramas like those of Oberammergau give us some idea of
these entertainments, which sometimes lasted dirough several days, a
whole town being gathered together to witness the Mystery of die Passion.
The public was urged to maintain a 'loving silence*. The actors, very
numerous, were amateurs. 'To God die Father, given a jar of wine
worth five pennies.. .* says the expense account of the Passion of Mons.a
Comic elements were not lacking in diese sacred dramas. Herod, Pilate,
Judas and the Jews were.handed over to grinning devils who issued from
the flames of Hell, and die public was delighted widi their wridiings. The
continuity of France's theatrical history is revealed by the fact diat in the
seventeenth century die Hotel dc Bourgogne still belonged to die Con-
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